One of the greatest problems faced by rural areas in Bulgaria today is depopulation. The main research question posed in this paper is whether such depopulated regions can benefit from the social and economic integration of ethnic and immigrant communities. A survey on public opinion was conducted in two regions: one developed (Stara Zagora District), and one lagging (Vidin District). It focused on the willingness of local communities to "welcome" newcomers, to cohabit with them and their awareness of the possibility of enriching local cultures with their specific cultural traditions and experience. Results show varying tendencies, depending on the regional socio-economic level of development and degree of integration of the group. The survey directs the attention to significant social distances emerging in various regional communities between local populations, ethnic and/or immigrant communities. Conclusions reached show that ethnic and immigrant communities can be an important social and economic resource for Bulgarian villages. Nevertheless, this requires work predominantly on the structural level for providing opportunities and eliminating disadvantages, involving the introduction of improved integration and discrimination policies, legal framework and market opportunities, in order to foster better interethnic communication and trust, as an intrinsic quality of social capital, for overcoming existing barriers.
INTRODUCTION

Depopulation -main challenges faced by Bulgarian villages and rural areas
Villages and rural areas fall into the agenda of various analyses, assessments and policies. They present a research field for the study and analysis of new models of economic, civil and social behavior, and as such, remain at the center of our attention, not only as a source of agricultural products and foodstuffs, but as an asset and social welfare, with their unquestionable values -natural environment and landscape, open spaces, unique way of life, material and spiritual culture, place for recreation, tourism and rest. These specific territorial units do not remain isolated from global processes and challenges (climate changes, exploitation of natural resources, aging of the population, migration etc.), which create barriers for their sustainable and balanced development. __________________________ *Correspondence to: Emil Mutafov, Faculty of Economics, Trakia University, Stara Zagora, Bulgaria, mutafov@uni-sz.bg Therefore, we need to seek ways to convert such barriers into possibilities, in order to preserve and revive them.
Demographic issues are some of the main challenges faced by the EU, with Bulgaria being one of the most affected countries. Two Bulgarian districts are quoted as regions with the highest degree of depopulation -Vidin (minus 17%о) and Montana (minus 15%о) (1) . Bulgarian villages are a typical example of negative demographic processes. A sharp drop in population size in villages was registered between 2007 and 2012, both in rural areas -13%, and in Bulgaria as a whole -12% (2) . Compared to mid-20-th century tendencies, the population in rural areas declined by 60%. Towards December 31 st 2013, 73.0% of the country's population lived in urban areas, and 27.0% in the villages. There are 5, 268 populated settlements in Bulgaria, of which 257 are cities and 5, 011 villages (3). The distribution of the population in populated areas at the end of 2013 was the result of its natural and mechanical movement, but also of the administrative changes in the country's settlement structure. The number of depopulated settlements was 169 at the end of the year. In 2013 only, the Council of Ministers decided to close down 10 settlements, 6 of which were closed by merging with another populated area.
A substantial part of the population in rural areas consists of ethnic minority groups, traditionally Roma and ethnic Turks, enlarged by incoming refugees and new immigrants in recent years. The successful integration of such groups in these regions may solve many demographic problems, contribute to their re-population, social and economic revival, and enrich local cultures.
Literature on ethnic entrepreneurship and migration studies explores the interplay of structural and cultural conditions for the successful socio-economic integration of ethnic and immigrant communities (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) . While the socalled 'disadvantage theory' (5) focuses on deficiencies as part of the human capital of immigrant groups (i.e. language skills, education and experience), poverty, discrimination and lack of knowledge of the local culture (4), the cultural theory emphasises the particular cultural traits and experience that ethnic and migrant groups may be equipped with (i.e. hard work, acceptance of risk, ethnic networks, etc.) (4, 5) , which may facilitate ethnic entrepreneurship and successful integration. The interactive model developed by Waldinger, Aldrich and Ward (7), asserts that "opportunity structures and ethnic resources constantly interact" (4), which may guarantee or impede the success of an ethnic enterprise (4) . This model deals with the existing opportunity structures (market conditions, access to ownership, job market conditions and provisions of the legal framework), interacting with the ethnic resources (cultural traditions and ethnic social networks) (4) . The mixed embeddedness model further develops the ethnic resources and opportunity structures model by highlighting several factors influencing ethnic entrepreneurship (4) . These are the structures of the local economy, legal and institutional factors, as well as regional distinctiveness (4, 8) .
The specific location, characteristics of the local ethnic community and ethnic networks are also important factors (4). Last but not least, comes discrimination by host societies, but also through the local community (4).
The current research discusses the nature of some opportunity structures (such as regional development, demographic factors, land ownership, legal framework, market opportunities, etc.), and the existing predispositions of the local population for accepting ethnic and immigrant communities. However, the general focus of the survey is on the willingness of local communities to "welcome" newcomers, to cohabit with them and their awareness of the possibility of enriching local cultures with their specific cultural traditions and experience. Tendencies are measured as varying according to regional socio-economic development, related to the degree of integration of the group, a dependency established by previous research (9, 10) . The survey directs the attention to significant social distances emerging in various regional communities in recent years between local population, the ethnic and/ or immigrant Other, comparing the results with previous national surveys on interethnic distances and ethnic stereotypes (11) (12) (13) (14) (15) .
The goal of the survey we have conducted was to find the answer to some key research questions, concerning public opinion on the possibility of contribution of ethnic and immigrant communities in solving the problems of depopulation in rural areas, and to come up with proposals for any specific measures for the integration of these communities, with the idea to limit the depopulation of Bulgarian villages and revive parts of these settlements.
Our main argument is that ethnic and refugee/immigrant groups could partially Trakia Journal of Sciences, Vol. 16, № 2, 2018 contribute to the revival of depopulated villages by bringing in their skills, traditions and professional experience for the diversification of the local economies. However, the main obstacles can be related to certain structural disadvantages, like insufficient integration policies and lack of adequate solutions for problematic areas, as well as public attitudes with regard to using the potential of these specific social groups.
The integration of ethnic and immigrant communities in Bulgaria
A substantial part of the Roma population in Bulgaria lives in rural areas, although there is a marked tendency towards urban migration among them (16) . "The National Roma Integration Strategy of the Republic of Bulgaria (2012-2020) "(17) indicates that spatial segregation, social isolation and deterioration in living conditions are serious structural disadvantages for Roma, especially in rural areas. Although urban migration processes among Roma are less expressed, compared to ethnic Turks and Bulgarians, the share of children and adolescents below 19 years of age living in rural areas is higher amongst Roma (17). Roma used to fill and important economic niche in the past with their specific traditional occupations by exploiting natural resources and providing different services to society (18) (19) (20) (21) (22) . While state socialist polices sedentarised Roma in the late 1940s and made them part of the proletariat, providing permanent employment and almost completely eliminating poverty, the neoliberal transformation made Roma redundant, after the closing down of the state factories they were previously employed in. New integration policies, therefore, should strive at achieving higher employability of the Roma population and utilizing them as an important social and economic resource for the national economy, especially considering the serious problem of growing aging population in Bulgarian villages. Successful social inclusion of the Roma may contribute as a consequence to the re-population and revival of some rural regions.
Assessing the economic effects of potential Roma integration in Bulgaria, a survey conducted by the Open Society Institute (OSI) in Sofia (23) , established that the total cost of Roma integration will not be very high, if suitable reforms, aiming social inclusion, elimination of existing structural obstacles and limitations are developed and implemented. The positive social benefits of Roma integration are considered substantial and exceed material costs by 20-30 times, not counting the benefits derived from the long-term rise in the educational level of Roma children (23) . It is maintained that "owing to saved social benefits, resulting in decreased loss of efficiency, increased working hours and generated income, lower mortality and criminal rates, the social benefits from the complete integration of the Roma could equal between 15 and 30 billion BGN" for a 10 -year period (23) .
The Turkish and Muslim population, living in certain regions of the country, represents another extremely valuable resource, with good traditions and skills in specific agricultural sectors in Bulgaria. According to official data, the ethnic Turkish population in Bulgaria is more numerous than the Roma (588, 024), and represents 9.4 % of the total population (16) . It is concentrated to a large extent in the rural, mountainous and hilly regions, being primarily engaged in agriculture, forestry, the textile and tobacco industries. Tobacco producers lost traditional markets in the former Soviet Union after 1989, which triggered serious processes of impoverishment among the ethnic Turkish population. Despite the fact that Bulgarian ethnic Turks gained considerable rights as a minority, their social and economic status deteriorated significantly after the changes, due to high unemployment rates (up to 80% in certain regions) and mass impoverishment, leading to new migration waves to Turkey and a number of ЕU countries (24) . Generally, the regions with mixed population in the country are characterized by lower income and investment rates and higher state-aid dependency (24) . Other problems exist in terms of infrastructure, land privatization, the educational and professional profiles of Turkish minority communities (24) . However, young ethnic Turks have demonstrate increased interest and motivation in education in recent years, in comparison with other ethnic minorities, in the attempt to overcome negative regional restrictions and find better employment (25) . Assiduousness and hard-work are established as their most valuable assets by in-group identification (25) , which is also considered a distinctive mark of the Turkish population, according to macrosocial perceptions, in combination with other qualities, such as greater industriousness and business orientation (12) .
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Another significant change involves tendencies towards overcoming the traditional patriarchal family model among young ethnic Turks and their drawing level with their Bulgarians peers (25) . However, although minority Turks may tend to seek employment outside their birthplace (in the country or abroad), they still remain very strongly attached to it, as 89% of those surveyed pointed out their home town/region as their prioritised identity 25). At the same time, considering internal migration processes, the ethnic Turks carry the highest potential (45%), compared to Bulgarians (37%) and Roma (29%) (25) . The reasons for such migration tendencies are socio-economic -finding better employment and achieving a higher living standard (25) .
Alexey Pamporov gives us yet a different view, by tackling an interesting phenomenon in recent years -a decrease in the number of Pomaks and Turks (primarily as a result of external migration), and increase in the relative share of Roma, in spite of declining total numbers of Roma population (13) . Together with the general decline in the relative share of all ethnic minority groups, there is also a discernible growth in the relative share of people who had not declared their identity -27 times higher (683, 590 -9.3 % of the country's population) in 2011, provoked by existing social fear, rather than freedom, as the author explains -a fear of being different, of the methods applied by state administration and institutions for storing information, handling documentation and archive files, of their indifference to hate speech in the media and to xenophobic discourse in the political and public sphere in general (13).
Another extremely serious issue is the problem with the integration of refugee and immigrant communities that escalated with the outset of the Syrian crisis in 2011. It has triggered major integration issues requiring intervention, such as the necessity of adequate and timely political reaction, suitable legislative changes to limit financial misappropriation and corruption in funding integration programs, as well as objective and unbiased media coverage of all issues associated with immigrants and refugees, in order to create a better atmosphere of tolerance and public latitude (26) . Unfortunately, the Law on Asylum and Refugees (LAR), adopted on May 16, 2002 , and the Law for Amendments to LAR in 2013, have been severely criticized by the European Commission, some human rights and nongovernmental organizations, for existing inconsistencies with international legal treaties regarding the limiting of freedom of movement of refugees and introducing a closed-type accommodation for them in contradiction to EU requirements, as well as for obstructing the speed and efficiency of the legal defense (26) . The lack of timely provision of the necessary EU funds for handling the refugee crisis in the country also derives from the delayed reaction of the state (26) . Scandals, unveiled by the media related to various corruption schemes for draining EU funds and budget money, have only caused additional complications in solving the refugee crisis and delayed integration processes (26) . All arguments above generate feelings of chaos and public disbelief that authorities are able to deal with the growing crisis (26) . According to experts, "lack of the country's preparedness to handle the refugee crisis is most clearly evident from three extremely important directions, affecting foreigners and society as a whole: the conditions in refugee camps, media coverage of the problem and integration" (26) . The media play an essential role in constructing the image of the immigrant/refugee as a serious rival in labour market competition, a threat to national security, the social system and Bulgarian identity (26) . They have the potential to shape public attitudes towards new immigrants, especially by providing air-time to nationalist parties and political leaders, who mistake unbridled hate speech for freedom of speech (26) . The consequences of such irresponsible media conduct and lack of adequate institutional and public response could result in more serious and long-term social problems that can hamper real integration processes (26) . Criticism is further aimed at the Council of Ministers' autocracy and their lack of coordination with local authorities in dealing with refugee problems. All these lead to further aggravation of the conflict and new xenophobic displays. In the current situation, it is considered extremely important to address the following questions, also valid for the present research: "Will Bulgaria be able to acknowledge these people as a potential resource, in view of its aging population, deserted regions and demographic crisis, or whether it will allow their marginalisation and transformation into a problem" (26) .
Despite promises held by the potential benefits carried by integration policies aimed at the three communities named above, and the assets derived from their human capital for rural areas, Trakia Journal of Sciences, Vol. 16, № 2, 2018 their successful implementation may be seriously obstructed by growing negative public attitudes in the context of a deepening social and economic crisis. There are some worrisome tendencies that register continuous increase of social distances in the last 25 years towards Roma, Turks, Jews and the new immigrants coming from non-EU countries. Previous research (14, 15) , establishes that the most significant social distances emerge between Roma and the rest of society on all issues, involving marriage, friendship, social contacts, business partnership or cohabitation. Data from a more recent social-distance survey conducted by the OSI , reveal that Bulgarians are most tolerant towards EU citizens, as representatives of "the white race" (such as British and Russians), followed by a number of other Slavic groups (Bessarabian Bulgarians, Macedonians, Serbs and Ukrainians) and traditional minorities, (such as Pomaks, Turks, Armenians, Jews or Romanians) (12) . "Unwelcomed" are the Chinese and the Roma, and "totally unwelcomed" are the new minorities of African origins, the Muslim immigrant groups (Arabs, Albanians and Kurds) and the Vietnamese. The Roma are amongst the least prestigious groups, whilst the ethnic Turks are not as positively welcomed as shown in previous research (12) .
The growth in negative tendencies results from considerable changes in the macrosocial context. The decrease in economic development and public welfare lead to more pronounced tendencies towards erecting ethnic boundaries and growing social distances. Ethnic minority and immigrant groups, if well-integrated, can be an important asset for the country's economy and depopulated rural areas, with their youthful demographic potential, specific social and cultural capital. Nevertheless structural disadvantages on national level related to dysfunctional institutional practices, poor legislation, lack of coordination between authorities, corruption and discrimination, interacting with the poor socio-economic level of development of the regions, inhabited by these groups, can be seen as impeding integration processes and benefitting from their potential. Integration processes of minority groups in society can be deemed as twofold: successful social and labour-inclusion policies can contribute to guaranteeing some basic democratic rights and values; simultaneously, this could alleviate social tensions and improve welfare for the group and society as a whole, while enriching it with their specific culture and experience.
METHODOLOGY
The tasks for accomplishing of the research goals include: 1) selecting the research regions; 2) developing the survey questionnaires and conducting fieldwork research; 3) processing and analyzing the information gathered from the survey questionnaires.
The regional cut in the research methodology is based on the Gross Domestic Product per capita in Bulgaria. The area of research includes two regions: 1) an example of а well developed region, the District of Stara Zagora, which comes fifth in the GDP growth rate per capita out of 28 districts (27, 2) and Vidin District, as an example of a lagging region, which has the lowest GDP per capita in the country.
The quantitative empirical research is based on a standardized sample public consultation through a survey questionnaire conducted in the period May -August 2014, including 146 respondents, where the number of valid ones was 145. The research covered two groups of respondentsfrom the two selected regions respectively -110 respondents from Stara Zagora District and 35 respondents from Vidin District.
The subject of this research covers issues related to the public opinions on using the potential of specific social groups that can be attracted and settled, thus contribute to the revival of depopulated Bulgarian villages. The body of this research includes analyzed results on the following questions: 1) "I would live in a village that is inhabited by"; 2) "The settlement of refugees and immigrants could help to revive the depopulated Bulgarian villages by bringing in new business experience and cultural traditions"; 3) "Providing land to the Roma could help for their better social and economic integration and contribute to the economic boost of the villages".
The objects of the current research are representatives of people in working age and their demographic characteristics, which are given in Table 2 . When analyzing the information from the poll, we have used descriptive statistical methods and means for finding cause and effect connections. The χ 2-method was used in our two dimensional frequency distribution for analyzing the nature of the connection -regular or random, since data was presented by weak scales. More detailed information about the distribution of the answers in classes/groups of residents is given by the one-dimensional distribution of respondents' answers in Table 4 . The total portion of respondents, who prefer villages with Bulgarian population is 90.3%, half of them point out that this is a decisive factor for choosing a settlement and those that have low preference are less than 1 on every 100 questioned. As for the Roma population, one third of the respondents are explicit that they do not wish to live in a populated area predominantly inhabited by this ethnic group. It is worth pointing out two factors which should not to be taken lightly: 1) the share of people preferring Roma population (50.4%) is considerably higher than the portion of respondents with Roma origins (3.4% -see Table 2 ) and of the total share of respondents from different ethnic groups than Bulgarian (11% see Table 2 ), which is a sign of social acceptance. 2) 11.5% have no preferences, which should be taken as acceptance rather than rejection, i.e. we could say that almost 62% declare their preparedness to live with Roma. In the case of expressed attitude towards living together with the ethnic Turkish minority, bigger weight is given to acceptance (57.2%), however, with a predominance of people with low preference -more than one third. Here again, one not so small portion (11.5%) have no claims against co-habiting with this minority group.
RESULTS
Members of EU countries find approval in three quarters of the interviewed as potential residents of villages. Non-EU citizens are also accepted with the support of more than two thirds of the respondents, although the biggest portion is of those, who show low preference, adding those with no preferences to the same group.
Negative attitudes towards refugees stand out (approximately 60%), and even those who stated preference for them, belong to the group with the lowest level of preference for cohabitation; however, a hidden potential for support could be found again in the group of people who have no preferences for this ethic group as potential inhabitants of Bulgarian villages. These results confirm the dominant negative tendencies towards refugees, immigrants and ethnic Turks, already evident from the Open Society Institute survey (12).
However, attitudes towards the Roma deserve special attention. According to Pamporov's research (12) , the Roma are the least preferred as marital partners (together with a number of immigrant groups from Africa and Asia (12) . In this respect, the present research shows insignificant drop with a little more than one percent in the desire for cohabitation with the ethnic Turkish minority (57% in 2014), while the desire for living together with Roma has surprisingly increased by more than 6% (62%). A possible partial explanation for this tendency, to accept Roma as cohabitants, could be found in the increasing refugee wave in recent years and the establishment of refugees and immigrants as considerably unfavoured for cohabitation (60%), in comparison with other more familiar local ethnic groups. According to Pamporov's research (12) , even more undesired for cohabitation than the Roma are some immigrant groups, such as the Vietnamese, Arabs, Albanians, "Negros" and Kurds, tested on the basis of the Bogardus social distance scale. However, when speaking about Roma coming from different countries, or even from different regions of the country, then the Roma remain the most undesirable group as neighbors, which may lead to possible ethnic tension, due to existing differences in the social and economic status of the locals and newcomers (12) . In other words, this juxtaposition between "locals" vs. "foreigners", could have serious explanatory potential for a fictitious acceptance of the Roma in the research, i. e. showing preference for a more familiar (and at places partially integrated) ethnic minority, instead of the uncertainty of cohabiting with the unknown Other.
One-dimensional distribution of opinions on the following statement: "The settlement of refugees and immigrants could help to revive depopulated Bulgarian villages, by bringing in new business skills and cultural traditions" shows that half of the answers demontrate disagreement, and those who agree, accept this statement only to a certain extent. On the one hand, the fact that 10% of the people have no opinion can be taken as unfavorable, which speaks of the lack of information and awareness of the existing opportunities, but on the other, this can be taken as an opportunity for future work through awareness-raising programs and influencing public attitudes.
The structure of the answers received to the following statement: "Providing land to the Roma could help for their better social and economic integration, as well as contribute to the economic development of the villages" shows that the portion of those who disagree on using the opportunities for the integration of the Roma through providing them with land and creating the necessary preconditions for means of livelihood, hence boosting up the local economies of the villages, equals approximately 57%, which is even higher than the skeptics towards refugees and immigrants. A good sign is that the percentage of those who agree (29.8%) exceeds the share of the respondents of Roma origin (3.4%), and those with ethnicity different from Bulgarian (11%).
When analyzing the two-dimensional distributions between the chosen demographic characteristics and the chosen answers to the interview questions by applying the χ 2-method, we receive the following statistical dependencies and the following cross-tabulations: Table 5 gives the results from the crosstabulation between the region, where the respondents live, and the corresponding answers on the researched topics. The group of respondents from the developed regions is characterized by low preference for cohabitation with the Roma population -52.3 %, although the total share of preference reaches almost 60%. The people from lagging regions reject this cohabitation with almost 80%. This is an illustration of the correlation between economic stability/development of a region and the decreased level of negative attitudes (and vice versa for lagging regions), also discussed by other authors (9; 10). In lagging regions, these groups are seen as economic competitors for available limited number of workplaces and resources, i.e. as a potential threat. The connection between the level of development of the region as a decisive factor and the maintained level of tolerance is confirmed to a larger extent by the survey conducted by the Open Society Institute (12) . According to the survey, the most tolerant region is the CentralSouth Region, and the least tolerant one is the North-East Region (12) . Social distances are also smaller in cities and more evident in smaller towns and villages (12) .
Attitudes towards the other ethnic group (the ethnic Turkish) with the statistically proven connection with the level of development of the region are shown in Table 5 -2. In this case, preferences for cohabitation are higher -in the developed region, the portion of positive attitudes exceeds 60%, and in the lagging region -approximately 1 on every two (including those who have no preferences) will accept to live in a village that has residents of this ethnic group.
The level of acceptance of the respondents on the issue that there is an opportunity to revive depopulated Bulgarian villages by offering settlement to refugees and immigrants, is shown on Table 5 -3. In the developed region, there is a predominance of disagreement (52.3%), while the lagging region is more willing to believe in the revival of local economy, by bringing in the new business skills and cultural traditions of refugees and immigrants, although not showing complete conviction. Table 5 -4 reveals the specific standpoints of both types of regions on the statement regarding the provision of land to the Roma population for the needs of the economic development of the villages. In both regions, the level of disagreement is very high -56.9% in the developed one and 60% in the lagging. These results, however, can be explained in two wayson the one hand, this attitude could be resulting from the attitudes towards the Roma population, as shown in Table 5 -1, but demonstrated skepticism could also be explained by the existing pessimism about the future of Bulgarian villages and their economy.
It is interesting to note, that belonging to a certain social group according to marital status affects the acceptance of non-EU residents. Table 6 shows that family groups without children are quite specific in their low preference for the settlement of this type of residents -almost 90%, which is not a rejection, but a sign of disconcert and doubt about the possible influence that foreign non-EU representatives might have on the way of life in the villages. Married people with children and single individuals are less afraid of the foreign culture and ethnicity -respectively 82.5% and 73.1% (including those without preferences), who declare their support for a possible cohabitation with this group. Table 3 ), we could further specify that the strongest non-acceptance comes from people with college education (62.5%), and the highest level of acceptance from people with secondary school education -cohabitation with refugees is supported by 59.6% (including those with no preferences).
According to the results shown in Table 7 -2, there is a similar tendency for the Roma -people with secondary education have the highest acceptance level when it comes to cohabitation with Roma-67.4% (including people with no preferences for any ethnicity), unlike the group of people with college education, of which three quarters reject the possibility for living in a village with Roma. However, we should point out that the group of college graduates takes a smaller portion of the respondents -barely 6%, and people with secondary education take 68%, which differs from the educational structure of the working-age population in Bulgaria, and creates additional interest in researching the educational structure of the existing village population, but also of people who intend to migrate in these populated areas.
The highest correlation is between the educational characteristics and the requirements for Bulgarian presence in the villages - which leads us to the conclusion that the better part of the negatively orientated towards а predominant part of the Bulgarian population, could be referred to the non-Bulgarian ethnic groups.
The influence of education over the opinions regarding "The settlement of refugees and immigrants could help to revive depopulated Bulgarian villages, by bringing in new business skills and cultural traditions" is shown in Table 7 -4. A quarter of the college graduates agree completely with this statement, while one third of the people with higher and secondary education have certain doubts and partially accept this statement, although we should point out that more than 50% of these two educational groups completely reject the possibility of reviving Bulgarian villages with the help of refugees and immigrants. These results regarding the relationship between education and tolerance contradict the research conducted by the Open Society Institute 11).
Education is an important factor in terms of marriage and spatial categories (cohabitation, visits). It is believed that the better educated a person is, the more tolerant is his/her attitude towards ethnic minorities (11) . According to Pamporov , there are considerable differences in the attitudes of people with secondary and primary or lower level of education. The current research shows an inverse dependency: the most intolerant are people with higher education, and those with college education, while people with secondary school education are more likely to live together with other ethnic groups. We could search for an explanation for this, on the one hand, in the methodology used in this research, but an explanatory hypothesis for this phenomenon could be the possible lack of social contacts of the higher educational levels, and the social position occupied by them, with representatives of the Roma, ethnic Turkish, immigrant or refugee communities. The lower social (and educational) strata are more likely to have more frequent contacts with the above-mentioned groups, because of their shared experience and social position, which leads to a higher level of tolerance and acceptance of others.
The educational level of the respondents has the strongest influence over the stated opinions. An illustration of the connection between economic stability / regional development and a lower level of negative attitudes is confirmed by the mass rejection of cohabitation with Roma in the lagging regions.
There is also an apparent negative attitude towards refugees (approximately 60%), and even those stating preference, belong to the group expressing the lowest level of willingness for such cohabitation. Nevertheless, we should search for certain potential for support in those, who have no preference regarding the ethnic structure of the village population. The lagging region is more prone to counting on the refugees and immigrants for reviving the local economies, by bringing in new business skills and cultural traditions, although without much confidence.
Least afraid of the unfamiliar culture and ethnicity are families with children, who declare their support for a possible cohabitation with such groups, which probably is a result of gained life experience in raising children and empathy towards refugee families in need. Half of the respondents voice their disagreement with the statement "The settlement of refugees and immigrants could help to revive depopulated Bulgarian villages, by bringing in new business skills and cultural traditions". The share of those who have not stated any opinion (10%) could be seen as a possible field for further work and development through awareness-raising programmes for influencing public attitudes.
The percentage of people, who disagree on the possibilities arising from Roma integration, by giving them land and creating suitable conditions for making a living, and hence the revival of local economies, is approximately 57%. This is an expression of skepticism, not only regarding the contribution of the Roma in agricultural activity, but is also related to the discouraging tendencies concerning the revival of depopulated villages. Statistically speaking, the educational level of the respondents has the strongest influence on expressed opinions. It is interesting to note that people with secondary school education are most willing to accept cohabitation with Roma and ethnic Turks. People with higher education express agreement on statements, such as "rather preferred" to "decisive" preference for ethnic Bulgarians, when choosing a village for settling, which contrasts the results of other surveys, revealing the connection between education and tolerance.
Furthermore, there is a considerable share of the higher-education group in the present research, who completely reject the idea of reviving Bulgarian villages with the help of refugees and immigrants, or by providing land to the Roma. This could be explained not only by the problem of social distances, but also by the failure of all existing measures for eliminating negative demographic processes in Bulgarian villages.
Integration faces many obstacles, some originating from deficiencies in opportunity structures in the macrosocial environment and governmental institutions, others from the capacity and potential of these groups to integrate, or from adequate recognition of the potential benefits deriving from this. State institutions are the ones that should have the leading role in changing public attitudes and explaining the benefits of integration. Better coordination between different authorities is an additional precondition. Of primary importance will be the implementation of programs for a positive change in social attitudes towards ethnic and immigrant communities and overcoming social distances. The media can also play a considerable role, as one of the main socializing institutions, for overcoming negative attitudes, building trust and social solidarity -contributing to the required social capital for successful integration policies.
The expected measures for harnessing all human resources in the creation of thriving residential structural units on the territory of the country and the employment of the existing facilities of depopulated areas, include strengthening of the institutional regime in the country -laws, statutory documents and culture, that might ensure improvement in integration and inclusion policies, more efficient and productive procedures and actions for the complete revitalisation of Bulgarian villages, overall prosperity of the national economy and quality of life.
